Experimental evidence of predation by juvenile flounder, Platichthys flesus, on a shallow water meiobenthic community.
In the northern Baltic Sea juvenile flounder, Platichthys flesus, occur in high abundances on shallow sandy bottoms in late summer and autumn. They feed mainly on meiofauna and the ontogenetic switch to macrofaunal sized food occurs at a larger size here than in other areas, exemplifying the high relative importance of meiofauna. Consequently, juvenile P. flesus in the Baltic feed for a longer period on meiofauna, and could thus be expected to have a stronger predation effect on the meiofaunal assemblages. In this study the predation effects of juvenile P. flesus on meiofaunal abundances and community structure were studied using microcosms that were sampled repeatedly over a 3-week period. Significant differences between treatment and control were found for the total number of taxa, for abundances of harpacticoids, copepod nauplii and ostracods. The nematode community was not affected, but one genus, Axonolaimus, was negatively affected by predation. The predation affected meiofaunal community structure as the major taxon diversity was significantly reduced. The results suggest that the meiofauna on shallow sandy bottoms may be structured by juvenile P. flesus, and the combined predation pressure of juvenile flounder and other epibenthic predators in the area might be considerable. Microcosms are effective in testing natural predation, especially on meiofaunal communities, but field experiments should be conducted to account for the physical characteristics of the area studied.